The church means many things to many people. Some would describe it as a culture, network, organization, or family. The purpose of this study is to understand of the role of the church in providing social support to individual church members and to uncover meanings prescribed by individuals about the nature of social support in the church. I analyze the context in which church practices are embedded, the processes of creating social support, and the meanings of church-related activities and gatherings that contribute to social support. The study examines how the health-related needs of church members are not only physiological but also accounted for in emotional, psychological and social terms. By using metaphor as a framework for interpretation of members' meanings, my analysis of social support is broadened to include religious contexts. This study adds to growing literature on the connection between religion, communication and health.
Introduction
The church means many things to different people in the faith community. Some would describe it as a home, culture, network, organization, or family. All these descriptive words give a glimpse of the church's role in individual lives and how the presence and interaction with others of similar beliefs may provide a sense of belonging and support. The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the role of the church as social support and how it contributes to its members' emotional, psychological and social wellbeing in modern-day society.
The genesis of this project began with my interest in the relationship between the church and wellbeing. Koening 1 discovered that religion may serve as a psychological and social resource, which provides its community a sense of meaning and purpose, an optimistic and hopeful view of life, and a sense of control over circumstances. Salsman et al. 2 found a positive correlation between religion and health: the more religion or spirituality, the better the health outcome; such as emotional wellbeing and less general distress, depression, anxiety, and other distress from chronic illness. Park 3 supported these findings and argued that religion may provide intrapersonal and interpersonal support to cope with significant stressors such as chronic illnesses. This study extends this insight to examine the ways in which how social support is provided by the church. In the following sections I review relevant literature on the nature of social support in religious contexts and provide a conceptual framework, and then I present findings and a discussion to interpret my data. Finally, I end with some challenges I encountered during this study and directions for future research.
What's religion got to do with it?
Research suggests positive mental health outcomes result from religious involvement. For example, multiple studies have found the church provides social capital, which contributed to emotional functioning and less depressive symptoms in the African-American community. [4] [5] [6] [7] Additionally, in India, Gupta, Avasthi, and Kumar 8 found that there was a positive effect of providing religious elements in the treatment of depression. There are longitudinal studies that support these cross-sectional findings. 9 One multigenerational study of Mexican Americans found religious attendances reduced depression 10 and another 3-year study of African Americans found that those who attended religious services more than once a week reported less psychological distress and reduced risk of depressive disorders. 11 Empirical research suggests three somewhat controversial conclusions: i) non-religious individuals are at a greater risk for depression; ii) religious individuals are at a lower risk for depression; and iii) participation in religious activities reduces the risk of depression. 12 Blazer's empirical framework proposes a connection between religious involvement and support for emotional, psychological and social wellbeing. 12 That suggests regular church attendees experience less depressive symptoms overall but that doesn't answer the question of how this phenomenon takes place. A few theories suggest concepts which explicate this phenomenon. The explanatory Religion-Health Meditational Model examines the role of specific mediators such as coping, social capital and selfefficacy towards greater mental health outcomes. 5, 13 The theoretical and empirical studies reviewed above refer to specific individual-level traits such as religious beliefs and religious identification as an explanation. There is, however, a gap in understanding how social interactionism, group-level dynamics such as context, social processes and organizational structures, are the basis of social support in the church. The theory of social integration posits, the size of a community, frequency of interaction, and perceived support from social communities, which affect positive wellbeing. 14 The implication of social integration is that regular church attendance, religious services and activities create opportunities for the formulation of friendships between people who share similar values, interests and activities. 9 Social integration, having friends in church who are available to offer advice and caution, could help individuals avoid negative experiences such as economic or legal problems by providing a sense of predictability and stability in one's life situation. 14 In this article, I expand on previous research to explore how the social and organizational framework of the church is the basis of social support for individual members. However, the widely-used concepts of coping, social capital, self-efficacy and social integration will not be used, instead the theoretical focus of this study is social support.
The current conceptualization of social support is broad, for it is defined as the availability of psychological, material, and social resources from close relations such as family and friends.
14 Research supports the notion that social support is more accessible in religious communities that promote compassion and kindness, especially to the underserved; many churches seek to ameliorate the effects of poverty, needs of youth and families, and provide health services. 9 Social support in the church comes in various forms such as counseling, tangible aid such as goods and services, and spiritual and socio-emotional support such as prayers, visitations, comforting and companionship. 9 The concept of social support has shaped the research goal of this study by focusing my attention on how exactly the church provides social support to its members, especially through the social and organizational framework of the church as the basis of social support. This perspective offers a social, contextual dimension of the supposed relationship between the church and individual members.
The first goal of this study is to understand what social support in the church means to individual members, this describes the meanings and context of social support in the church. The second goal seeks to uncover the social and organizational structures that provide social support to members, this involves the social processes in the church. This study will unpack the contextual environment of the church and the social structures of creating social support in the church among individual members ( Figure 1 
My toolbox
In the anthropologic theory in Clyde Kluckhohn's Mirror for Man 15 a similar away of thinking, feeling and believing is described as a culture. Therefore, faith could be considered a culture and the faith community would be a culture-sharing group. A ethnography is the most appropriate qualitative research approach to describe the issues, beliefs and behaviors of a culture-sharing group. 16 The purpose of a ethnography is to describe and interpret a culture-sharing group and draws from research traditions of anthropology and sociology. 16 The ethnography of communication offers a system of concepts that can be used to conceptualize the basic phenomena of study such as culture, which represents a group of people who share rules for using and interpreting a communication practice. As communities of people gather in communication they conduct themselves in pattern ways of speaking that identify which community they belong. 17 Data gathered from an ethnography provides rich descriptions and major themes about a culture-sharing group. 16 Following an interpretative research paradigm, 18 I endeavor to analyze meanings made by individuals about themselves and their social life. These meanings reside in individuals and can be discovered using qualitative interviews, which are structured conversations to explore participants' experiences and beliefs, with the aim to developing an understanding of how they interpret their lifeworld. 19 Drawing on these methodologies, I conducted eight interviews from March to May 2017. Using purposive sampling, the participants were recruited from a church located in Virginia and the participants ranged in age, gender and race. My interviewees were a pastor, a pastor's wife, one elder, two ministerial leaders, and four church members. The one-on-one, audio-taped interviews took 30 to 60 minutes, and one interview with two participants took two hours. All participants gave their informed context, confidentiality was maintained, and identities concealed to prevent any unforeseeable risks in participating in this study, such as the breaking of social bonds and relationships in the church. This research project received Institutional Research Board approval.
As a regular church member, the researcher had established relationships with the participants and was able to gain access and collect extensive data. Although the sample size was small, there was sufficient data gathered to identify patterns of discourse. The sample size did not hinder the goals of interpretative qualitative research, as these findings are not to be generalized to the larger population, but rather provide rich detail of a specific context. I will discuss the challenges of recruiting participants below.
The interviews covered questions concerning church life and participation. The interview script was divided to four sections: i) how they joined the church; ii) what support they received from church members; iii) experiences in church life; and iv) what church community meant to them. Church leaders were asked additional questions related to their leadership role. The interviews provided 76 double-spaced pages of transcripts. These transcripts were analyzed using open coding 20 following a constructivist approach to building grounded theory. The open coding process allowed broader sense of the data developing a cohesive interpretation of the findings. The next section is a presentation of the major findings and demonstrates this commitment to robust and saturated data in the verbatim quotes from the interviews.
Church life 101
Before we move on, I will provide some background to understand the basics of the organization in many churches. Every community has a leader and in the church this leader is usually the pastor or priest. In order to the execute his or her duties, the pastor delegates many responsibilities to other leaders called elders and deacons; these individuals oversee the community and, in many churches, the community is broken down into smaller groups called ministries lead by them or other appointed leaders. This organizational structure comes from the apostle Paul's detailed description found in 1 st Timothy 3:1-13. Church membership occurs two ways, by birth or by initiation. In many churches, church membership is not permanent but subject to certain terms and conditions such as attendance, paying of tithe, fulfilling sacraments, and maintaining good conduct; these terms are communicated during the initiation process. An interesting story of good church conduct is recorded in Acts 5:1-11, whereby a husband and wife died for noncompliance; after lying about their mismanagement of church-dedicated funds the church leaders warned the punishment was their sudden death.
Church life is formulated and maintained through social gatherings such as weekly worship services, observance of holy days, and mid-week fellowship such as bible study. There are other activities that are tailored to specific demographics such as women and men's ministries, and children's programs. The first churches were led by social activities, the record states, they continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers (Acts 2:42). Church life is the center of life for many church members.
We are family
In my interviews, I wanted to understand the background of my participants; who they are, what their childhoods were like, and most importantly what family meant to them as it related to the church. In this interview with a young female graduate student, she described her childhood as it related to her relationship with the church: In this quote, we see the metaphor of shepherding to describe the protective nature of a religious leader and his responsibility to secure his congregation. As a shepherd, a pastor needs to be aware of threats that may undermine the physical, emotional and spiritual wellbeing of his members, but that can only be known if the pastor is aware of his members' weaknesses. In this instance, the pastor was leading a church of many affluent single women who were looking for life partners, the pastor had to protect their vulnerability by ensuring safe partnerships and keep out those who would deter their ability to discern healthy relationships.
My mom had gone to church with her neighbors as a child and not really with her family but her family was kind of, like they would say they were Christian but they didn't really go to church as a family and then my dad went to church with his parents, a Methodist
It is not possible for the pastor to successfully execute his role as a parent and shepherd if there is a lack of awareness of his children's needs. Although church leaders may be responsive, wanting to take proactive measures to deal with issues, they are inhibited by unawareness. Subsequently, this causes many people to leave the church. The church that I investigated was fairly large, almost thousand registered members, and the pastor I spoke to had this to say:
Researcher The identification of needs is another challenge to church leaders. Many pastors are not trained in mental health counseling as part of pastoral training, the elder I spoke to confirmed this. I asked the elder what process or method they used to identify the needs of their members. The process he described is the discernment of spiritual needs from psychological needs, that closely resembles a type of filtration. In this process, the church leader assesses if the needs are spiritual, if so they offer spiritual counsel; if the issues involve other emotional struggles they attempt offer advice. This elder provided a scenario to illustrate this process: 
Ok well, I don't want to waste your time or mine (laughs) and that was the end of that…So, you have, I mean…human beings get untangled in issues. We create so many problems…
Even if church leaders were aware of needs, the last hurdle they faced was unwillingness or lack of commitment of individuals to their own self-improvement. Unwillingness was described as the last barrier preventing the leader's ability to sufficiently cater to the needs of members in the church. The elder continued:
Relationships take work and unless you ' Discipleship and hospitality are two concepts that describe the social interaction of the church family. In a church, there is an expectation for members not only to receive nourishment but also to nourish the needs of others. Discipleship is the activity of learning how to nourish others and nourishing others is referred to as hospitality. Both these concepts puts church members in an active role to reciprocate with others what they've received from leaders. Here is an example of discipleship in a men's ministry:
Elder The place where discipleship and hospitality take place is within smaller groups called ministries. In my interviews, I discovered that different ministries were all similar in the purpose of discipleship and hospitality.
The church member whom I spoke to in the interview extract below was very active in several ministries and explained why involvement and the nourishing of others, hospitality, is important:
Church member: I've been involved in church ministry since I was 13 hospitality for the church family. Referred to as the 'church mother', this de facto leader used her personality and skills to cater to a variety of needs in the church. The individual is usually an older female who is very influential in the life of the church. I did not have the opportunity to interview a church mother, I assumed that her identity was somewhat concealed; however I talked to an individual who was greatly influenced by her. In the next section, I offer an interpretation of the interviewee accounts through the theoretical lens of social support in the church community.
Our family portrait
The mission statement of the church I attend has the motto We are a family of believers. The first six words shouldn't be taken at face value. The first two words we are represent identity, the next two words a family describes the peculiarity of the community, and the last two words of believers is what unifies, the beliefs and doctrines held by individuals. Who we are and what we believe are crucial to what we think about family and church. To unpack my findings, I discussed the data under the metaphor of a family. The family metaphor describes the hierarchical structure of the church organization, and the church's role to provide various resources of social support, serving as the individual's center of life.
The use of metaphor plays an integral role in research. For one, most of our conceptual system is metaphorical in nature as we use metaphors to structure how we perceive, how we think, and what we do; human thought processes are largely metaphorically structured and defined. 21 Secondly, the use of metaphors, specifically ontological metaphors, allows us to comprehend a life variety of experiences with nonhuman entities in terms of human motivations, characteristics, and activities. 21 When researchers dialogue about religion, spirituality and church, these conversations can become convoluted. Therefore, the use of personification, seeing something nonhuman as human, allows for us to make sense of phenomena in human terms, giving us explanatory power. 21 Finally, the use of metaphors allows researchers to focus on one aspect of a concept and keep away from other aspects that are inconsistent. 21 Especially in research, it is easy to lose sight of the scope of a concept and all the related entities that it influences and affects; the use of metaphors prevents this unproductive impasse. It is for these reasons that I chose to use the metaphor of a family as a lens to research the church: to focus, explain concepts and processes, and address specific areas of inquiry.
What can we understand about the church by comparing it to a family? One, we are able to conceptualize the social and organizational structures and dynamics involved in church life. Two, we can better understand the interpersonal relationships, social and emotional natures, that form the core of church life. Three, we can accept both positive and negative findings about the church. Because family life is messy, we accept that church life is messy; therefore, we can interpret individual cases in the context of larger outcomes of the social wellbeing of church members. Our expectations are better realigned with the social reality experienced in the church community.
The theory of social support explains the social interaction of church life. A social group is defined as two or more individuals who share a common social identification of themselves, perceiving themselves to be members of the same social category. 22 This definition stresses that members of a social group seem often to share no more than a collective perception of their own social unity and this seems to be sufficient for them to act as a group. 22 The group is formed by psychological interdependence; satisfaction of needs, attainment of goals, or consensual validation of attitudes and values. This interdependence leads to cooperative social interaction, communication and mutual influence between individuals. 22 The church fits the description of a social group such as a family.
The commonplace definition of social support is the availability of psychological, material, and social resources from close relations such as family and friends.
14 More specifically, social support is information leading a person to believe that he or she is cared for and loved, esteemed, and valued, and that he or she belongs to a network of communication and mutual obligation. 23 The extension of these definitions can be placed on the recipient of social support, as the extent to which an individual believes that his or his needs for support, information and feedback are fulfilled. 24 Another way to understand social support is in terms of social networks by studying the various aspects associated with the support network; the social ties to other individuals, groups, and larger community. 25, 26 Recent research and theoretical perspectives have broadened the use of the term to encompass abstract ideas of anticipation, perceptions, quality of support, quantity of supportive interactions and other abstract characteristics of persons, behaviors, relationships, or social systems. 25 The diversity of our understanding of social support can be categorized into: i) kinds: emotional vs instrumental; ii) sources: family vs friends and; iii) other facets, forms or expressions of support. 27 This research project encompassed the diverse conceptualizations of social support without losing focus of the stated areas of inquiry. The data emphasized the definition of social support using the metaphor of family. Using the metaphor of family, social support was investigated through the established social, organizational networks of the church community, which comprised of social gatherings, small groups and participation in nourishment of others, discipleship and hospitality. These social activities existed in the context of the church to provide social support to large congregations and cater to diverse emotional, psychological and social needs and wellbeing of those in the church community. I argue that the interview accounts reaffirmed how social support is the social exchange of various support resources between church members and leaders, and most importantly the outcome of these exchanges in the expressions of various psychosocial needs and fulfillment of those needs.
The church is a family and this is what social support means in the church community. Using this metaphor, three conclusions can be made. First, the social, organizational structure of the church most resembles a family where the parent assumes authority and decision-making over the larger whole, taking responsibility of the wellbeing of others. Leadership in a family-type of organization ensures accountability and may suggest how power and decision-making can be negotiated to suit the needs of the whole. Secondly, the social, organizational structure of a family describes how social support is distributed to members and overseen by church leaders -the processes and networks of social support within the community. This hierarchical structure in a church family enables various resources of social support to be disseminated over a large population, supported by policies that are intergenerational that ensure the survival of core values. Lastly, the family unit is the center of life for an individual, a concept that represents a resource-center where individuals receive various types of psychosocial needs. In a church, individuals rely on each other for support such as advice, business-professional referrals, dating and friendships; and other emotional needs such as prayer, comforting and socializing. Church life and social support is as diverse as the needs, culture and characteristics of a church community.
Wolves in sheep's clothing and other unnoticeable research challenges
There were challenges I encountered when conducting this study. First, the recruitment of participants was tedious, partly because of my recruitment strategy. Initially I had planned to find participants on worship days and interview them right after the church service, this did not work. All the participants I found at church during worship were eager to return home and spend time with their families; I did not recognize this at the time. So, I reengineered my efforts by setting up appointments and interview calls during weekdays. The second challenge I encountered was interviewing church leaders. Those who did not know me as well, one participant, was hesitant and skeptical about my study even though I was clear about the consent form and research goals. It is plausible that I may have appeared to be a threat from higher organizational power or someone who could undermine the status quo: however, I cannot validate these assumptions. What I do know now is the importance of developing relationships to release any tension or anxiety with participants. Finally, my research goal changed in the process of conducting this research. Initially I was interested in the church as a source of coping with and improving overall mental health as the review of literature suggested. All but one of my participants did not recognize mental health as a critical issue in the church, yet all participants alluded to various types of psychosocial benefits. It may be that the terminology is not widely used in the church community, yet the concept is identified in other terms. The participants were aware of individuals in the church going through mental health issues but couldn't conclude or connect the church as a coping mechanism. Therefore, my study cannot be used to corroborate literature on coping and religious involvement. This study can only broaden our understanding of social support in a religious community. This discussion provided a baseline for future inquiry.
Conclusions
From this study, we get a sense of what social support means in one church. What we need to know is whether this is true for other churches, across denominations, and whether there are any generalizable claims about the Christian faith. This study is a call to encourage other researchers to dig deep and wide into the field of Spiritual Communication. Recently, the National Communication Association created a Spiritual Communication division and there is need for it to mature into a robust field connecting with other applied fields such as Health Communication. Practically, the findings of this data were reflexive. Many of the participants I talked to were curious about my findings to know the state of affairs in their church community. One of the participants suggested that the conclusions of this study should be used to create better ministries and provide trainings for church leaders. These are valuable and positive suggestions. Approaching the issues raised in this study require an informed approach to help strengthen the existing social bonds and networks in the faith community.
We are a family of believers is what defines the church. In this study, I referred to the core of family life to dis- 
